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Introduction
The study of information systems (IS) has established itself with a clear organisational focus. Most of the
IS research concerns the utilisation of information and communications technologies within the business
firm and is carried out in Business Schools or departments of Management.
Also, there has been a stream of IS research, mainly in departments of social science, which is concerned
with societal issues. Examples of such research include a research Programme on Information and
Communication Technologies (PICT) in the UK, and the programme CRITO of the University of
California at Irvine. Attention to the institutional and societal context of information systems can be found
in the thriving IFIP Technical Committee 9 on the Relationship Between Computers and Society. However,
such research remains marginal to the main body of IS literature, and not well integrated within IS research
programmes.
But there is also a discernible broadening of the perspective of the mainstream IS studies. For example,
research in inter-organisational transactions shift the focus of IS research away from a single organisation.
Such topics of IS research as EDI, electronic commerce, and outsourcing, address inter-organisational
issues, although still with an organisational focus. A more noticeable broadening of perspective is found in
the IS literature concerned with the information management requirements of trends towards economic
globalisation, which highlights the significance of the differences of socio-economic context within which
organisations operate (Palvia et al, 1996).
Accommodating macro-level issues and a broadening of perspective of the business focused IS research
raises a number of questions about the character and approach of IS research. How can IS research already multi-disciplinary in nature, but rather normative in its character - inter-relate with disciplines, such
as economics, sociology, geography, policy studies? Do we need, perhaps, to adjust the main orientation of
IS research from aiming mainly at informing management and equipping professionals with methods and
skills to explaining IS related change, and indirectly informing decision making processes? Do we need to
re-consider our portfolio of appropriate research methods?
We believe we do, and in this short paper we present an example of a stream of IS research studying the
utilisation of information and communication technologies as a field of social science, rather than as a field
of business studies. We identify the rationale of our research, a set of working hypotheses, and research
questions related with timely concerns.
The rationale for a social science approach to IS
Our research sets out to contribute to overcoming two inter-related shortcomings in IS research: a) a
prevailing technical rationality which limits the explanatory capacity and practical relevance of IS research
outcomes, and b) marginality to the debate and the initiatives regarding socio-economic change in relation
to information and communication technologies.
Limitations of rationality
So far IS research is aimed primarily at guiding organisations, mainly business firms, in their efforts to
exploit the potential of new information and communication technologies. The underlying assumption of
most IS research is that the driving force of activities in organisations is the pursuing of efficiency increases

in the delivery of their products or services under market conditions. Little attention is paid to the
significance of the economic, institutional and societal context within which organisations are embedded.
With the prevalence of such a technical rationality there is a tendency to draw lessons of best practice
regarding systems development and management. However, there is no evidence that the findings of IS
research are generalisable for all organisational contexts. On the contrary, there are indications that a great
deal of current IS theory and practice - drawn mainly from research conducted in organisations of a few
industrialised countries - is largely irrelevant to the prevailing organisational context of many sectors and
countries. For example, the management structure and rationality assumed by most writers in the IS
literature - employing professional practices for the increase of efficiency in a business environment - is
very different from the way public sector organisations in many countries are run, as well as from the way
small family owned companies operate. Often such differences are overlooked by IS practitioners, who
adopt their familiar terminology of management roles from the dominant organisational type of IS research
(such as CEOs, CIOs) even when such roles do not exist in the cases they analyse.
Cautioning against such inappropriate generalisations is not merely a matter of political correctness.
Inappropriate generalisation of theoretical knowledge and transfer of professional practices bears the risk of
ineffective or damaging interventions in organisational practices.
Marginal position to large scale change
The contribution of IS research to the debate on the complex socio-economic changes that are implied by
terms such as ëinformation societyí, ëinformation economyí or ëpost-industrial societyí has been minimal.
Characteristically, IS departments did not participate in the 10 year long research programme PICT
launched in the UK in 1986 to study the socio-economic impact of information and communication
technologies (PICT, 1995). Also, there is hardly any involvement of IS academics in the European research
programmes on the ëinformation societyí that the Bangemann report initiated in 1994 (Bangemann, 1994).
Information systems could contribute a wealth of knowledge about the utilisation of information
technologies and the consequent changes of organisational structures, work processes, business
competitiveness, social and psychological conditions of people in their various roles in and out the work
place. Long term studies of the changes occurring within organisations have created a powerful way of
understanding wider socio-economic trends too. They have made clear that new technologies have enabled
the emergence of new organisational forms and contributed to altering the logic of work, ownership, and
production process.
IS lacks, however, linkages between the microcosm of the organisations that it has been studying, and the
wider socio-economic world, which these microcosms are part of. IS research has not attempted to put
forward propositions about societal change.
Research hypotheses
Our effort to build the lacking linkages between IS research in organisations and relevant socio-economic
theory and action is based on the following working hypotheses:

1. that organisations differ significantly in terms of aspirations they are expected to fulfil, norms of

2.

performance, scope of choice according to the industry and the region they belong to; and that
such differences determine to a large extent the way organisations utilise information and
communication technologies;
that the institutional environment within which organisations operate and strive to survive and
develop affects their ability to exploit the potential of new information and telecommunication
technologies; national and regional policy making centres, as well as political and legal regimes
distort the free market logic;

3. that globalisation trends challenge existing national boundaries and re-shape the norms of
competition, the significance of traditional organisational strategies of survival, and the
significance of institutional factors; the role of information systems evolves with the unfolding of
the globalisation trends.
Exploring the validity of these hypotheses requires a combination of theoretical analysis and empirical
research. Various disciplines, including economics, sociology, geography, development theory, policy
studies, provide relevant fruitful perspectives. The social sciences, offer challenging theoretical
conceptions, such as the economic theories on the effects of IT on productivity as well as the structural
changes of production, and employment (Freeman and Perez, 1988; OECD, 1988), the consequences of the
diffusion of IT on the spatial distribution of economic activities, as well as the implications on urban and
rural life (Castells, 1989; Sassen, 1994), or the social change to which information activities and IT are
understood to have an instrumental role (Bell, 1973; Touraine, 1971).
The elaboration of theoretical analysis to substantiate the research hypotheses must be accompanied by
empirical studies to understand in detail the dual process of organisational change and IS development that
takes place in different socio-economic contexts. To that end a framework of process research is needed,
capable to encompass changes occurring in an organisation within its national as well as the global
environment. Pettigrew's contextualist research approach is a promising avenue for such studies and has
already been used in IS research that led to valuable insights (Madon, 1991; Avgerou, 1989).
Research questions
While we are making efforts to validate the hypotheses driving our research there is pressure to explore
their practical implications. With increasingly widespread diffusion of IT and telecommunications in all
industries and all countries there is pressing need for IS research to continue to provide guidance for
appropriate action.
Thus, some of the questions linking IS in organisations with their socio-economic context are:
To what extent does the globalisation process impose IS standards to which all organisations, irrespective
of their regional or industrial context need to comply to?
What scope does there exist for developing information systems 'appropriate' to local socio-cultural
environment (i.e. to avoid alienation without risk of isolation), and for variation as a strategy for
competitive advantage?
What is the potential of the spreading inter-organisational network infrastructure to sustain new economic
activities (such as sub-contracting relationships), and new employment patterns?
What institutional changes (such as reform of government administration, social services, legal
frameworks, or professional roles) does IT enable?
In summary,
while out departure point remains the detailed study of the development and adoption of information and
communication technologies within an organisation, our research seeks to enrich IS research by drawing
from social sciences and by addressing questions regarding changes occurring in the societal and macroeconomic context of the organisations studied.
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